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Critically reflect upon what constitutes inequality; consider examples to underpin your response. 
Introduction: 
This submission will focus on how inequality is currently defined, the historical meanings, the implications and its impact.  Using recent research evidence and relevant information one will reflect upon what inequality means today and future challenges.   The focus will specifically be upon how disabled people are treated in employment and while job hunting, because their treatment is often a reflection of how disabled people are perceived in society in general.  Inequality in employment for disabled people often negatively impacts inequality in other areas for disabled people, for example: health, social and economic inequality.  Employment is an important inequality factor.  If one can fix employment, then change in other areas could follow.  
Historically, success is measured in how well the Government of the day tries to improve employment conditions for disabled people, which are based on political priorities.  Society often mirrors the Government stance on disability and disabled people.  By taking a holistic approach in tackling inequality the Government could yield positive outcomes in more than one area of society, such as social inequality also being positively affected.
Main:
To explore the topic fully necessitates clarification of several key terms.  The Open Education Sociology Dictionary Inequality definition: Bell (2013) 
“The uneven and unfair distribution of opportunities and rewards that increase power, prestige, and wealth for individuals or groups.” (Bell, 2013). 
Therefore, creating an imbalance that is skewed towards the elite. 
Inequality can be broken down further into various subsections which interrelate.  Economic inequality is “the extent to which income is evenly distributed within a population” (The International Monetary Fund, 2022) 
Relating to disabled people this could refer to access to employment, access to the benefits system and having an equal opportunity to participate in society.  
Definitions:
The Equality Act (2010) legally defined disability:
“A physical or mental impairment and the impairment has a substantial and long-term adverse effect on (a person’s) ability to carry out normal day-to-day activities”. (The Equality Act 2010, 2022)

The ‘Medical Model of disability’ views the individual’s disability, as the problem:  it is the person who must change/adapt.  Whereas the ‘Social Model of disability’ is the opposite.  It is society’s fault and that needs to adapt accordingly, rather than the disabled person.   The term ‘Social Model of disability’ was first defined by Mike Oliver and Vic Finklestein during the 1990s:
Theories change over time; it is true of disability models too.  When describing the ‘Disability Movement’. Finkelstein (2007) explained:
“Social models only really make sense when understood contexts. Change the context and the model may well become inappropriate”.  (Finkelstein, 2007, p.2)

Westminster and Welsh parliaments both adopted a ‘Social Model’ perspective in 2014 and 2002 respectively.  Officials must now consider disabled people from the ‘Social Model’ perspective when making/creating policies, during their decision-making processes and when implementing initiatives.   Another previously popular model is the ‘Medical Model’   Although historically until mid/late 1980s (and in some professions today) the ‘Medical Model’ view was/(is) still prevalent in the way in which disability is perceived by the decision makers. The Welsh Government (2003) ‘The Social Model of Disability’ publication clarified: 
“Social Model would transform society, removing barriers and meaning that disabled people would be able to participate fully in society”. (Welsh Government, 2023, p.1)
Breaking down barriers is the crux of the ‘Social Model’. If we can make society more accessible for disabled people, they would be able to live a more independent life i.e. be able to work, socialise, travel on par with their non-disabled peers.  Things have improved since ‘Social Model’ term was created but there is a long way to go. 
Inequality for disabled people currently in employment is characterised by several factors such as: Underemployment whereby a disabled person is employed at a lower capacity compared to colleagues without a disability, they might find themselves trapped in minimum wage jobs and/or encounter recruitment barriers too.
The Institute of Government (2022) looked at Civil Service employment rates and which levels disabled people were most likely to be employed.  
The Institute of Government (2022) looked at Civil Service employment rates and which levels disabled people were most likely to be employed and found that between 1998 and 2022 declarations of disability rose from 1.3% to 15.5, a significant increase.  Also, statistics showed a clear indication that declared disability rates were higher among the three more junior grades, as opposed to those in more senior positions. (The Institute of Government, 2022)
(Gov.UK, 2024) Department of Work and Pensions (DWP) statistics showed that irrespective of age, disabled people have lower rates of employment in comparison to those without disability.   In all cases, people aged 50 and above employment rates declined.  
These findings touch upon age inequality as well as employment inequality.  Perhaps the Government should consider that as the population ages so does the occurrence of age-related disabilities such as deafness or reduced vision for example.  
Theories: 
There are several theories exploring inequality with relevance to disability in employment.  
[bookmark: _Hlk182427654]Capitalism: at its most basic revolves around, division of labour i.e. employment, profit and gain.  This theory is significant as it strongly relates to attitudes and ‘lack of’ opinion ventured towards disabled people in employment settings and inequality.  During capitalism’s focus on labour, those who could not contribute as defined in the poor laws were classed into two terms: The idle poor and the deserving poor.   Which is not unlike the ‘needy and skivers’ distinction sometimes perpetuated by the red top press today.   
When discussing the history behind disabled inequality Watson, et al (2019), agreed with earlier studies that there were “substantial evidence that oppression and prejudice was widespread” (Watson, et al, 2019, p.15), thus, the roots of capitalism inequality cut deep. 
Watson, et al (2019) noted: “the coming of industrial capitalism precipitated the institutionalisation of discriminatory policies and practices” (Watson, et al, 2019, p.15).  During the Victorian era the elite championed ‘harsh’ treatment began, such as shutting away disabled people in closed institutions, ‘cared’ for out of sight and forgotten about by ‘polite’ society. 
The essence of capitalism still exists today.  When discussing the social meaning and disability. (Watson, et al, 2019, p.250) argued that an individual with a disability is not unable to work perse and should not therefore be prevent from doing so, however they may be perceived by society at large.
Max Weber’s Social Action Theory. Jones and Bradbury (2018, p.61) asserted that Weber (1947) envisaged sociology differently. Weber regarded sociology as an attempt to simplify and explain the social order of society by interpreting it’s actions and their effects. 
People act in a certain way for their desired end.  For example, participation in social action as an agency for change; In the early 1990s Disabled people protested to ITV to stop the Telethon which cast disabled people in a patronising light.  Protesters demanded rights not pity. The public protests were successful because Telethon was quietly dropped from ITV never to resurface.   
Marxism too is about interaction.   Jones and Bradbury (2018) stated: “ideologies are a system of beliefs….they legitimise the class base system..….obscure the reality of its consequence”.  (Jones and Bradbury, 2018, p.41)
Dominant ideas of the ruling classes are maintained through socialisation: primary i.e. the family and secondary i.e. the school.  Therefore, the lower classes learn/know their place from a very early age.  Children may be less likely to question the status quo thus ensuring certain beliefs continue generation after generation.  
Due to continuing lower economic opportunities disabled people still have a greater likelihood of being lower class and in poverty because of unemployment.   
One cannot look at disability in isolation.  Kimberle Crenshaw’s ‘Intersectionality’ coined in 1989, plays a key part in reproduction of inequality.  (Britanica, 2023) entry “Intersectionality” explained that individual characteristics intersect and therefore cause perceived oppression and/or advantage.   
Where multiple characteristics or oppressions cross for a person (which creates their social experience), the more barriers they are likely to have to overcome.  These social interactions produce highly personalised experiences of advantage or repression.  Disabled people are often multidimensional; facing barriers that are exceptionally challenging and unique to the individual.

Practice:
During the COVID-19 pandemic the ‘Social Model’ of disability came under attack and may have not fully recovered.  Disabled people were one of the most affected protected characteristic groups: Disability Wales (2021) found, there was a disproportionate number of deaths (68%) from COVID-19 amongst the disabled community.  
During the pandemic the Medical Model ideals came to the afore perpetuating inequality.  The ‘Social Model’ of disability which gained hard fought recognition at Government level only a decade ago was seemingly being disregarded.  (Disability Wales, 2021) found that Welsh Government decision making lead to disabled people feeling powerless with their basic rights being ignored.
During COVID-19 how disability and disabled people were perceived by the Government and medical professional altered radically.  Policy makers attitudes cannot simply bounce back to pre-pandemic more positive viewpoints of disabled people.   
How businesses conduct their recruitment campaigns often mean that disabled people are put at a disadvantage.  The Government introduced the Disability Confident initiative in 2016.  (Gov, 2024) with a hope that employers may be encouraged to view disabled employees and applicants with less trepidation than they may have previously.  
Some businesses also practice “Positive Action” to encourage more applications from the disabled community.  However, both initiatives only ‘guarantee’ an interview IF the disabled people meet ‘minimum’ criteria.  Importantly this does not guarantee a disabled applicant a job.
The comparison between disabled people and people without disabilities in employment is called the “Disability Employment Gap”.  (The Department for Work and Pensions, 2024) ‘The employment of disabled people 2024’ report highlighted that the gap in disabled employment was close to 29% and during the years of 2014 to 2023 there was an increase in numbers of disabled people without employment opposed to their nondisabled counterparts (8.6%/4.9%). Unemployed disabled people found it more difficult to obtain work than others (10.1%/27.2%) over the same period.  Therefore, for nearly a decade disabled people were more likely to be unemployed than the general population and were less successful in finding work. (DWP, 2024)
[bookmark: _Hlk182427903]Disabled persons have suffered due to previous Conservative Government austerity during their 14 years in power.  Personal Independence Payments (PIP), a change from the former Disability Living Allowance for working age people was designed to save money by tightening the eligibility criteria, thus becoming more difficult to obtain.  
The outgoing Conservative Government viewed disabled people as ‘scroungers’ which perpetuates negative feelings towards disabled people which have been criticised.  (Alexiou, 2023), calling on the Government to change their attitude towards claimants who do not seek work, citing health issues, including those with diagnosed disabilities. 
Media bombardment of negativity could scare vulnerable disabled people and effect their mental health.
The migration of claimants from DLA to PIP is not complete despite starting in 2003 due to the enormity of the task.  Therefore, economic inequality has been allowed to prosper; making employment inequality even more pertinent.  
Policy: 
Policy and legislation play a key part raising equality or cementing inequality in employment settings and in general for disabled people.  There have been several Government proposals that focused on employment inequality amongst disabled people currently.   
General Policy/ Legislation include:  
The Equality Act (2010) proclaimed it unlawful to discriminate in all sections of disabled peoples’, lives, this includes employment: The Equality Act applies whether the disabled person is in work or looking for work.  (Gov, Disability Rights, 2023) Mandated that employers make reasonable adjustments for disabled people ensure parity in the workplace with their colleagues.  
There have been several disability employment related initiatives with the aim of supporting disabled people into employment or to remain in a job.
Employment policy:
(Gov, DWP Guidance, 2024) clarified that the “Access to Work” scheme supports disabled people when starting in work or retaining an existing job, whether that disability be a physical one or otherwise.  The Access to Work scheme is a ‘good’ initiative despite the onerous application process because it provides practical advice and money towards support costs.  Often the onus is on the disabled person to apply and reapply.  The disabled person must state clearly in the application process what support they need, even if they do not fully grasp the scheme.  This could result in extra barriers to finding and staying in employment due to stress of the application process.  Furthermore, Government benefits are becoming digital by default in their application process, which may put many disabled people at a disadvantage due to unaffordability, who may not be able to afford the cost of computer and Wi-Fi etc.  
In Wales, the Welsh Parliament have been proactive.  The Equality and Social Justice Committee (2024), ‘Disability and Employment’ report.   Their September 2024 workshops underlined that disabled people were encountering challenges during the whole application process.  Accessibility challenges were mentioned at the interview stages too. 
Disabled people are still very recently facing barriers to employment despite current international and national legislation and UK policies and practices. 
Lack of employment opportunities is also an inequality issue because it also negatively impacts disabled peoples’ ability to be socially and economically equal etc. 
(Willets, 2024) reported that the Access to Work scheme was encountering time delay issues due of lack of resources despite its stated aim to assist disabled people’s employment prospects  
Access to Work is not without issue, this causes stress and problems for disabled people who still may not be judged on par with their non-disabled peers.  Non-disabled employees or job seekers do not have the same stresses and concerns when starting a new job.  The availability of Access to Work could be better publicised to assist employee/employer understanding alike.  
The voluntary Disability Confidence scheme does try to ‘level the playing field’.  However, employers may treat Disability Confident as a ‘tick box’ exercise, and be content with the bare minimum, bronze level.  Signing up without having the intention of moving up to silver and gold level and committing to investment that might be required because this positive initiative is not mandatory. 
Welsh Parliament proactivity is refreshing.  The Welsh Government and Business Wales recognises the employment gap.  Welsh Government (2021) ‘A More Equal Wales’ report explained as at March 2020 there were 31% more people without a disability in work compared to those that were disabled.  
Therefore, The Welsh Government employ disabled people as Advisors.  Business Wales explained their purpose is to give free advice to employers throughout Wales and is fully supported by Business Wales.
These expert specialists should take the pressure off the disabled applicant/employee because employers are externally instructed about their duties and educated to become a welcoming place of employment for disabled people. 
If disabled people’s employment/economic inequality were to continue without any attempt at intervention disabled people’s health mental and physical could worsen rendering any work impossible, thus increasing the disabled economically inactive.  The Government would also fail in their duties to support disabled people into employment, thus rendering the UN Convention signature a mockery.  This would risk insurmountable reputational political damage worldwide.
As well as there being a ‘disability employment gap’ there is also a ‘disability pay gap’. The House of Commons (2024) report: ‘UK disability statistics: Prevalence and life experiences’, noted a pattern of lower salaries between disabled people and non-disabled people in equivalent roles.  (House of Commons, 2024, p.21)
[bookmark: _Hlk182428140]The current economic climate could be limiting disabled people’s opportunity to find and maintain employment which may have financial consequences, the poor will become poorer (and the rich, richer).  Changes to Personal Independence Payments (PIP) proposals have been published earlier this year by the last Conservative Government caused concern and worry for many disabled people because they already faced stigma and suspicion. 
Mental health of disabled people concerns was highlighted by Disability Wales in their ‘Barely Surviving’ report.  Disability Wales (2023) stated respondents cited significant financial worries as well as feelings of hopelessness and a detriment to their mental health/general well-being during the COVID-19 crisis. (Disability Wales, 2023, p.8).
If Access to Work delays continued to grow without consequence, disabled people could be left out of work (Willets, 2024) reported delays.  Up to 6-month delays at assessment stage, leading to loss of job offers, with employers unable to hold vacant positions. In turn this can lead to disabled people being in debt during unfairly extended period of unemployment. But also, because on occasions disabled people are expected to pay for support themselves then face DWP reimbursement delays.
What needs to happen to end disabled people’s inequality in employment? 
Employers and employees/job applicants need to be educated on Access to Work process.  There should be promotion from within of training courses such as Disability Equality Training and other mandatory training for all staff on topics like Unconscious bias and stereotypes.
A real and meaningful paradigm shift of attitudes towards the abilities rather than the perceived lack of abilities.  The Welsh Government initiative focussing on education and ongoing not only one-off support for employers.  More inclusive and educated business attitudes could lead to more disabled people in work and staying in work.  
An increase in support available for disabled people in employment in line with the increase in working age disabled people is needed because numbers are increasing.  The House of Commons (2024) ‘UK Disability Statistics: Prevalence and Life Experiences’ report.  According to the ONS Labour Force Survey there has been an increase of over half a million people for period 2023 to 2024 declaring themselves disabled, to a total of 10.5 million overall.  (House of Commons, 2024, p.19) 
Disability pay and Disability employment gap should be looked at urgently because there is a gender disparity too. The Office of National Statistics, (2022) asserted that the median salaries for disabled people was between 10.5% and 12.4% lower depending on their gender. (Office of National Statistics, 2022, p.2)
 What does this mean for policy makers/legislation
There is a need to review current laws and policies.  Some may need modification and strengthening.  The Equality and Human Rights Committee could/should have more ‘muscle/teeth’ i.e. power and inclination to act when they see discrimination.  Many Government strategies serve only as guidance, they’re not mandatory.  Guidance itself does not strengthen disabled people’s protection from discrimination by law.
Policy makers should think before making announcements of proposals regarding disability.  They must consider the impact on disabled people such as stress and suffering which can have a negative impact.
The Government must consider disabled people who are economically inactive. (House of Commons, research briefing, Disabled people in Employment, Powell, 2024) indicated that there was an increase of unemployed disabled people from 2022 and 2023. These would be classified as economically inactive as they were not seeking employment for reasons unknown. 
Therefore, the differences in disability pay gaps between disabled women and disabled men must be further researched as this points to multiple (intersectional) inequalities. 
Tackling employment inequality is important.  Anyone of us could become disabled because of an accident or illness; therefore, it is for the best interests of everyone that adequate support is in place to combat disability employment inequality.  
Disability organisations and campaigners must push for change because earning a wage, is a way for disabled people to live an independent life: socially integrated into the world of work and to participate in society.  Increasing disabled people feelings of self-worth and well-being.
Disability employment inequality should matter to the Government in Westminster and Wales and various Government departments.  Many organisations including the Civil Service produce Action plans for 3 years, or longer to measure change.  Outcomes of which can be analysed and reviewed measuring progress and what hasn’t worked so well.  The Government must fulfil their obligations under ‘The UN Convention on the Rights of Disabled People’ which the UK signed up to in 2006. UN Committees do check on UK progress on disability matters so it’s imperative that the situation is improved, and progress is recorded. The Cabinet Office, Disability Unit reports to the UN; they authored an interim review report a few years ago which was followed up recently by the committee reporting that they had updated their equality communications with the UK (United Nations News, 2024)
Disabled people are untapped employee potential.  Businesses could be losing out on very capable skilled workers who are often more loyal and motivated than their non-disabled peers.  This pertinent factor has been noted by Aicher (2021) the economic argument was shown to be a positive.  Disabled people have difficulty in initially gaining employment therefore subsequently increases a disabled peoples employees’ day to day motivation when in employment and are potentially more likely to stay in the position for longer as a consequence.

The impact:
Disabled people should be involved in every aspect of the decision-making process.  The workshops held by the Welsh Government are a positive step in providing a platform for disabled people to directly contribute their views, in order that decisions be made having first-hand evidence to reach informed conclusions.  
Westminster and Welsh Government must fully address employment inequality in unison with other inequalities.  Reviews into current initiatives and by funding new initiatives could help the Government take an integrated approach. The Government could conduct feasibility studies on a range of measures to improve employment inequality to influence future policy decisions.
The (International Monetary Fund, 2022) makes a good point about interrelated inequalities such a wealth, social and lifetime, (it is possible one could also include gender).  Government policy requires improved insight and advice from the affected groups where causal issues and related consequences must be considered where inequality issues are concerned.  Such concepts can be said to be related even where the concerned parties are from different minority or protected characteristic groups within society at large. 
The significant economic benefits of disabled people taking up employment and having an increased understanding of the reasons behind economic inactivity could be fully understood and addressed this may result in an increased pool of talent entering the job market/the economy. 
The jobs market and benefit system in recent years have become digital by default, offline applications for jobs and benefits are being phased out, due to inaccessibility could prevent many disabled people from accessing jobs and applying for benefits.
Conclusion:
Disabled people remain economically disadvantaged due to inequality in employment, progression and retention.  Employment inequality faced by many disabled people should be considered holistically.   Social inequality, economic inequality, health inequality too all impact on disabled people and employment inequality so should be addressed in equal vigour.
Historically, those who were privileged in society have expressed both negative and positive opinions of disabled people and in doing so they have shifted the consciousness of the many. The views if the ruling classes filtered down the social classes. Thus, social attitudes towards disabled people during that time have changed, so too have their treatment.
From the 1970s onwards the disability rights movement demanded their voice be heard in the public domain.  Disabled people wanted equality.  The right to appropriate support enables disabled people to actively participate in employment, to simply have and keep a job still resonates today.   
A radical shift is required from all Government, business and disability areas concerned in tackling inequality but more importantly the willingness to try and make a difference should be prioritised and the pros of doing should be widely promoted in a language that businesses and the government understand. At the same time dilute the stigma attached from claiming disability benefits. 
Lastly, one could think outside the box to attract funds for change.  Social media can be harnessed to promote these messages, creating momentum for real change. By mobilizing collective action and public awareness, we can begin to dismantle the structural barriers that perpetuate inequality and create a society where disabled people have equal opportunities to thrive in the workplace.
Ultimately, to end disability inequality a collective effort is required from Government, business leaders together with the public/society generally.  Prioritising positive change in this regard is both a moral and economic imperative and must be at the forefront of this movement. 
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